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THE LABORATORY SPIRIT IN THE TEACHING 
OF SPANISH 

(A paper read at the Fourth Annual Meeting of the Association, December 30, 

Chicago, 111.) 
Mr. President, Ladies and Gentlemen: 

After hearing the addresses of the morning, all of which have dealt with 
big units, you will exclaim : "What a fine example of bathos to have to listen 
now to a talk on pedagogical minutiae — on methods ! Where is the exit ?" 
But I did not promise to talk about methods. Everyone must devise his own. 
As I labored in a certain small corner of the garden of the Lord, it semeed 
to me that my eyes were opened. I am going to talk about that. My defense 
is that since I was asked to speak on something, I had better tell about a 
somewhat unusual experience to which as a teacher I owe more than .to any- 
thing else. 

I caught something of the laboratory spirit during five years' enforced 
experience as a teacher of first-year science. This is how it happened. 

A change in the Chicago high-school curriculum necessitated an additional 
science teacher in this particular school. The speaker, an unwilling victim, 
was chosen on the grounds of comparative inexperience and supposed adapta- 
bility. I was asked on twenty-four hours' notice to give up all of my modern- 
language work and to take over five first-year science classes involving a 
large amount of laboratory work. 

Imagine my consternation next day when I met my five new classes, in 
which the fallbacks were more familiar than the teacher with the content of 
the course. My direct preparation was one year of chemistry as a high-school 
pupil. My three years of graduate work in Romance did not apply. But this 
is not the place to tell how the problem was solved. Suffice it to say that the 
head of the department was magnanimous and that I endeavored to make the 
best possible use of every facility for getting a grasp of the subject. 

When I had somewhat recovered from the shock of my sudden transition, 
I became conscious of a different classroom atmosphere, especially in the lab- 
oratory. The enthusiasm of both the head of the department and his pupils 
was a revelation to me. 

On analysis I found this instructor's high points to be: (1) an absence of 
old-fashioned discipline ; (2) tremendous special preparation for each day's 
work ; (3) the delght of the instructor as a graduate student in the subject he 
was teaching; (4) a fine, all-round professional attitude, born of interest in 
big things and love for the boys and girls. 

The secret of the pupils' interest seemed to be: (1) the opportunity for 
motor activity and freedom ; (2) the individual nature of the experimental 
work; (3) the appeal to the imagination of the never-ending wonders of the 
microscope. 

When after five years of comparative exile, the growth of Spanish de- 
manded that I abandon science and return to my own field, I asked myself 
whether I could not infuse something of the laboratory spirit into my lan- 
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guage work. This I have endeavored to do. As to what it has meant to the 
pupils, may I let you know in their own words a little later on? 

To supply something of motor activity they are expected, on entering the 
room, to proceed at once to the board and begin work assigned within certain 
limits in such a way as to allow scope for individuality; e. g., an illustrated 
description of one's own family or of the family next door. Trips aroun'd the 
room to view and criticise the works of the art gallery, composed of original 
sketches, also afford a certain freedom of movement. 

One way of emulating the individual nature of science laboratory work 
is through the making of a Spanish laboratory book. The pupil is asked to 
describe anything of recent class-room interest and illustrate it either by cuts 
from papers or magazines or by original sketches. These books are brought 
to class every Friday, are examined and graded on the spot in consultation 
with the pupil. After all the books have been examined, they visit among 
themselves and examine one another's books, no two of which are found to 
be alike. This they enjoy immensely. As not a word of English appears in 
any laboratory book and only Spanish may be spoken while visiting, the period 
is quite a stimulus to thinking in the language. 

A great source of inspiration for the young people should be the' litera- 
ture, to which the approach should be gradual. If the teacher, by presenting 
well-graded and attractive material, can create an interest that will make them 
eager to read Spanish literature as well as books about things Hispanic, then 
the problem of the appeal to the imagination has heen solved- 

When I was teaching science I noticed that even big, rapidly growing 
athletes were enthusiastic, especially over the laboratory side of the subject. 
They evidently enjoyed this phase of the work because jt gave scope to activ- 
ity and self-expression. 

Recently in an attempt to stimulate a boy of this type, Tasked him to pre- 
pare for teaching part of the next day's assignment. These are his comments 
on the experience : 

"Taking the part of teacher this morning helped me in the following two 
ways : 

"When my teacher told me the day before that I would have to be el pro- 
fesor for the following day, I knew that to study the lesson hard was the first 
thing to do. I studied hard, very hard ; in fact, harder than I ever studied in 
espanol before. 

"The next thing I thought to do was to practice the lesson out loud. I 
talked to a chair for an hour, then retired for the night. The next morning 
I practiced again, and when I was going to school I was talking to myself in 
espanol all the way. 

"I learned that to study hard first, and then practice out loud, and also to 
be attentive in class, are the three things that are the best ways in learning 
espanol. 

"It also cleared many hazy spots that I did not understand before. Being 
the teacher for one morning, you know what a wide field of knowledge 
the regular teacher has to have in the language she is teaching, I .learned 
more in being teacher for one morning than I would have learned in a week 
otherwise. You certainly knock off your rough edges in the language you 
are studying when you try and teach someone else. Geo. Prehn, No. 203." 
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I may add that this boy is still going forward on the impetus gained frpm 
that morning's experience. 

The class enjoyed the novelty so much that others clamored for a similar 
opportunity. After experimenting for a week, I submitted the following 
questions : 

1. What is your opinion regarding the value of pupil teaching 

(a) to the pupil? 

(b) to the class? 

2. If you like Spanish, tell the reason why. 

3. What has helped you most to think in Spanish? 

The answers were to be signed, or not, as the pupils preferred. Each 
answer here quoted is in the exact words of the pupil. These are some re- 
ceived in reply to the first question : 

"I certainly do think that being teacher is a better way to learn than by 
simply a prescribed lesson. The teacher has to prepare his lesson, be sure it 
is correct, and be prepared to ask and answer questions. 

"Today's work showed me how far behind the class I am. Every one, 
except' the teacher, knew how to do the work. I think I paid more attention 
today than I ever did before. It certainly makes me feel a lot better to know 
I have my work prepared well." 

"I worked hard the evening before, and I could rattle it off like my 
A B C's before the evening was over. In the libro amarillo we had about 
the seasons, and I talked to my mother about the season until she told me to 
talk to myself, as she did not know what I was saying. I think I learned 
more from teaching than I did any other time." 

"I have profited by this move. 

"The class acted in unison when I taught and behaved perfectly." 

"The first time I ever learned anything right." 

"I seemed to be successful with the class. My idea about appointing some- 
one to direct a class is that everyone should be given a chance." 

"I think that the system is excellent practice for the one that teaches. 

"I think, though, that the class does not benefit by this system. 

"We do not learn as much." 

"A pupil taking the responsibilities of the teacher temporarily gains 
enough interest in the work to keep him on the right track to work earn- 
estly. — Anthony Spoczynski." 

"I think the pupil who teaches is more benefited by the work than the 
pupils. He or she gains initiative, and still more important than that, gains 
confidence in speaking the language he is learning. 

"The class is not so much benefited by the amateur teacher. 

"I do not enjoy the new system as much as I do having the regular 
teacher." 

"Me llamo Clelia Fant. 

"El hacer de profesora en la clase de espafiol. 

"Haciendo de profesora en la clase de espafiol, se aprende mucho. En 
primer lugar, se debe estudiar la leccion con mucho cuidado, y asi se aprende 
mas. Es necesario contestar a las preguntas de los otros alumnos con inteli- 
gencia, y al explicar la nueva leccion, se debe usar mucha imagination. Es 
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preciso que cada persona en la clase que quiera aprender algo mas, haga de 
profesor o profesora." 

"I think the class does not get such a great value out of this system, be- 
cause the one teaching is slower than the regular teacher." 

"I think the idea of teaching by pupils is a good one.. The pupil who 
teaches must be prepared to ask and answer questions. The pupils will ask 
him questions more readily than they would with the real teacher. In this 
way there will be a benefit to both teacher and class." 

"I like the system very well, but I think one change should be made in it. 
The students should not be informed beforehand who is to be teacher. Then 
everybody will have to be prepared. — Jack Kelly." 

These are some of the answers received in reply to the second question : 
"If you like Spanish, tell the reason why." 

"First, because I seem to enjoy it — why, I do not know; and second, be- 
cause it is hard, and I like to have hard things and conquer them." 

"It isn't proper to love anything that's not alive, but I love Spanish be- 
cause it is so interesting and so beautiful. — Viola Bostrom." 

"It is so musical." 

"I like Spanish because it seems to be something altogether different from 
the other subjects." 

"Because of its beautiful literature." 

"I like Spanish because it is going to be the commercial language of the 
coming century and from then on. — Eric Dahl." 

"Yes, I do. Because it is interesting and there is always something new 
to keep one busy. It is also interesting because one learns the Spanish ways, 
etc." 

"I like Spanish because it is a live language and because it is coming into 
use so much, also because it is an easy language. It is very musical." 

"I like Spanish so well that it is hard for me to explain how much I like 
it. One reason why I like it is because it is so easy for me, and another is 
that a great part of the world uses that language, and so I want to know it, 
too." 

"I like Spanish because it is both useful and interesting. It is not very 
difficult." 

"Me llamo 

Ram6n Ulveling. 

"I am not able to tell exactly why I like Spanish, but I do just the same. 
It seems interesting, and it is a pleasure to know the meaning of some Spanish 
words. I often see this sign, 'Chile con Carne.' I know 'con came' means 
'with meat.' The other day when I was going through the toy department 
of a large store, I saw the 'papel bianco' game advertised." 

"It is used much now in the business world and will be used more yet, 
because South America is growing. The trade between South and North 
America is becoming extensive." 

"Me llamo Lillian Scharf. 

"I like Spanish very much because it is a talking language. 

"If I had to choose between Spanish and Latin, I should take Spanish, 
because it .is a talking language. It is very hard to think in the language of 
the Latin race." 
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"I like Spanish very much, although it is hard for me. It is a very inter- 
esting language and helpful to get English." 

"I do like Spanish because it's fun to study it, and I intend to travel south 
some day to South America, and then I'll need it. I like the Spanish people 
in some ways 'cause they're the type of people that I like." 

"I like Spanish because that language is spoken in South America, where 
our future trade will come from." 

"I like Spanish because it is so different from other studies and it makes 
you think." 

"I like Spanish for the reason that it is simpler than the others. My 

mother wanted me to take , but I decided on Spanish. I think it will 

be the coming language." 

The following are some of the answers to the third question : "What has 
helped you most to think in Spanish ?" 

"The teacher used to say: 'iQue es?' to everything, and in that way I 
learned to think to myself." 

"The teacher." "El cuaderno." "Reading." "La Prensa." "Everything." 
"The actions of the teacher." "Conversation in class." "El libro rojo" 
(Hills and Ford). "Telling about what happened last week." "Illustrating 
everything. I like a lesson when it is illustrated."" 

Why these experiments? Interest in the young people. With apologies 
to Goethe, we can say: "Eternal youth leads us ever onward." 

In the same spirit as the advanced student working independently in the 
science laboratory, several of the Spanish pupils have undertaken to read 
several books at home without any help from the teacher. Here is one un- 
edited comment by a pupil who will have studied the language a year and a 
half by the end of January : 

"Me Uamo Clelia Fant. 

"He acabado de leer el Principe Azul de Jacinto Benavente, y la comedia 
me gusto muchisimo. He aprendido muchas nuevas palabras, y tambien 
muchos modismos castellanos. La comedia es muy entretenida, y el persona je 
de Tonino especialmente me hizo reir mucho. El Principe Azul me gusto, 
porque me enseft6 una buena leccion ,— que triunfa el bien siempre de todos 
los males, y que los que saben hacer de la vida un bello cuento son felices. 
Me gustaria leer las otras obras de Benavente." 

This pupil has now just about finished the home reading of the three 
plays of Jacinto Benavente edited by Professor Van Home. 

What is the laboratory spirit? The laboratory spirit in the teaching of 
Spanish implies an attempt to get at the pupil's point of view and thus adapt 
the work to his capacity; to encourage accurate observation and clear think- 
ing; to afford in every way possible an opportunity for joyful individual ex- 
pression and achievement. It aims to create momentum, to generate spon- 
taneity ; in a word, to lead the pupil into that Land of Promise where he has 
a working foundation in the living language, a relatively just aopreciation of 
Hispanic literature and history, and a more sympathetic attitude toward his 
fellowmen. 

Edith Cameron 

Weller High School 
Chicago, III. 



